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[John Ross is a free-lance journalist who has written on Mexican political and economic affairs for
years. He has written several books on Chiapas, including The War Against Oblivion Zapatista
Chronicles 1994-2000]
Even before his election in July, President-elect Vicente Fox repeatedly made a commitment to
negotiate a peaceful solution to the conflict with the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional
(EZLN) in Chiapas. This commitment is also evident among the members of the new Congress
who were also elected in July. As one of its first orders of business since convening in September,
the Chamber of Deputies approved the continuation of the legislative Chiapas peace commission
(Comision de Concorida y Pacificacion, COCOPA).
The commission will comprise members of five parties represented in the lower house. The new
COCOPA members include Deputy Santiago Lopez Hernandez of the long-governing Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), who is also a member of an indigenous group in Chiapas. The
government's willingness to seek a peaceful solution in Chiapas comes against the backdrop of
near-total silence from the EZLN's general command. It has now been almost five months since the
EZLN has issued any statements.
The last communique signed by the Zapatistas' charismatic spokesman Subcomandante Marcos,
dated June 19, warned of an imminent military invasion if the PRI lost the presidential election to
Vicente Fox of the center-right Partido Accion Nacional (PAN). That invasion never materialized.
Another significant event during the EZLN's period of silence has been the election of opposition
candidate Pablo Salazar Mendiguchia to the governorship of Chiapas state. Salazar's victory ended
the PRI's grip on Chiapas (see SourceMex, 2000-08-23). And yet the elections of Fox and Salazar
failed to elicit any response from the EZLN.
When President-elect Fox proposed to reposition the military in Chiapas and send to Congress
the long-stalled Indian Rights accords negotiated in 1996 between the rebels and the outgoing
government of Ernesto Zedillo, the Zapatistas' only comment was "no comment." The EZLN has
traditionally used patriotic holidays to present communiques. But there was no word from the
Zapatistas even on the Sept. 16 Independence Day, one of Mexico's most revered holidays.
In the past, the Zapatistas have also taken the opportunity to present statements during
international protests against the neoliberal economic model. But there was no word of solidarity
from Subcomandante Marcos during the massive September protests at the meetings of the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in Prague.
The EZLN's stony silence begs the question of whether the Zapatistas are history. These days, few
visitors travel down the rutted canyon road to the EZLN's most public outpost, La Realidad, a tiny
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hamlet tucked deep in the Lacandon Jungle. Gone are the foreign correspondents who would wait
weeks there for a chance to chat with Subcomandante Marcos. Celebrated writers like Eduardo
Galeano, Regis Debray, and Manuel Vazquez Montalban no longer hang up their hammocks in the
ejido house. Former French first lady Danielle Mitterand and US filmmaker Oliver Stone do not pay
courtesy calls. Even the Mexican daily La Jornada, once dubbed The Daily Zapatista, has moved on
to livelier fronts.
Mail left in La Realidad for the EZLN with Max, the town's liaison to the rebels, is never collected.
And anyway, Marcos is not writing back. Max claims that he has not seen the comandantes, who are
purportedly encamped in the nearby sierra, for months. The only excitement in La Realidad now is
the military convoy, which still rolls through town twice a day with automatic weapons trained on
the villagers. But if the comandantes are resolved to keep their silence, the Zapatista autonomous
communities in the jungle and the highlands continue to churn out a steady stream of complaints
against local PRI authorities, the military, and even one-time allies in what the EZLN calls its "war
against oblivion."
Perhaps the most disturbing recent communication from the Zapatista bases denounced the
independent Asociacion Rural de Interes Colectivo (ARIC), a long-time friend of the EZLN, for
refusing to yield land to the autonomous municipality named for ARIC founder Francisco Gomez.
Such squabbling between allies hints at serious decomposition in the rebels' base communities. The
complaints from the grassroots, while laced with anger and revolutionary rhetoric, are very local in
scope and lack the acute analysis and world vision of the communiques with which Subcomandante
Marcos galvanized the nation for years.
The most recent lack of communication from the EZLN is not the rebels' first protracted silence.
Silence served the comandantes to keep their movement well-hidden from the Mexican government
for 10 years before their surprise uprising on Jan. 1, 1994. The EZLN's general command again went
silent in January 1997 after breaking off negotiations with the Zedillo government because of the
president's veto of the Indian Rights accords his own representatives had signed. In that instance,
the EZLN severed communications for the next 18 months. The prolonged period of quiet was
finally broken by a flood of communiques, culminating in the fifth (and thus far, final) Declaration of
the Lacandon Jungle in July 1998.
Only the massacre of 46 Tzotzil Indian supporters of the EZLN by PRI-affiliated paramilitary groups
in December 1997 provoked Marcos to take up his florid pen. "Silence is an Indian weapon," said
Marcos, insisting that native peoples have always clammed up when confronted by governments.
"We had said all we needed to say," the EZLN leader explained to La Jornada correspondent
Hermann Bellinghausen. "We decided to let Zedillo do the talking until everyone got tired of
listening to him."
Silence helped the Zapatistas to hear better and decide what to do next, the rebel spokesperson said.
But he also conceded that the lack of communication caused the EZLN to lose contact with national
and international support bases. But the EZLN was never able to recover the momentum lost in its
long absence from the public spotlight, and during the ensuing year-long (1999-2000) presidential
election campaign, the insurgents almost disappeared from the media.
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The current spate of silence has pushed the EZLN even further from public notice, and should
negotiations on Indian Rights and other substantive issues be revived in the coming Fox
administration, the Zapatistas will have difficulty mustering the type of support that was
instrumental in achieving the accords in the first place. Marcos has not been seen physically for
more than a year. With his prolonged absence from the scene, the stage upon which so much high
drama once played itself out seems strangely deserted.
The lack of communication from the EZLN leader is coupled with the absence of legendary
Bishop Samuel Ruiz of San Cristobal de las Casas and his auxiliary Bishop Raul Vera, both ardent
supporters of the Zapatista cause. Ruiz was pressured by the Vatican to leave his post when he
reached retirement age, while Vera was transferred to a diocese in the northern state of Coahuila
(see SourceMex, 2000-01-19, 2000-04-12).
Lame-duck president Zedillo, whose entire six-year term encapsulates the Zapatista rebellion,
will dissolve into political obscurity in a matter of weeks. Also gone will be Gov. Roberto Albores,
who caused so much pain to the indigenous communities during his abbreviated stay in the state
house, and Defense Secretary Enrique Cervantes, whose troops have been a perpetual flash point
for conflict in Chiapas. In the end, only the Indians will remain.
Conjecture about the EZLN's maddening muteness is generalized. The same rumors that circulated
during the last prolonged period of silence in 1997 and 1998 surface now Marcos is dead, the victim
of internal strife in rebel ranks; Marcos is dead or dying of malaria or cancer; Marcos has eloped
to Europe with his last-reported lover, Marianna. One school of thought proposes that the EZLN's
conditions for resuming negotiations a military pull-back and legislating the Indian Rights accords
must first be fulfilled before the Zapatistas break their silence.
Some observers like ex-EZLN advisor Luis Hernandez Navarro ask why the rebels should waste
their breath on President-elect Fox's promises when nothing at all has changed for the Indians of
the jungle and highlands of Chiapas. Another school of thought contends that the EZLN's Comite
Clandestino Revolucionario Indigeno (CCRI) is seriously divided about what to do next without the
PRI in power. Some even suggest that the Fox and Salazar victories at the polls make the EZLN's
war against the "bad government" of the PRI obsolete.
One popular perception is that electoral politics have stolen the thunder from the armed option
identified with the EZLN, the Popular Revolutionary Army (EPR), and other guerrilla formations.
In other words, the perception now is that the EZLN is history. Whether the rebels are history, the
EZLN has in some sense created history. From the January 1994 uprising in the first hours of the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) through the watershed presidential election of
2000, the Zapatista rebellion has spanned and often spawned monumental changes in Mexico.
The death of the PRI, the recognition of indigenous peoples as full-fledged citizens, the growth of
civil society into a force to be reckoned with by those in power, and the building of an international
movement against global neoliberalism are just the most obvious impacts of the EZLN. But the
Zapatistas' current silence does not signal the end of this uniquely transforming rebellion. In
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Chiapas, rebellion is often subterranean, running underground until it gathers sufficient force to
break into the sunlight and shatter the silence.

-- End --
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